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Comparison of Two Rare Cowrie Species (Gastropoda)

BY

CRAWFORD N. GATE
Conchological Ciub of Southern California, Los Angeles 7, California

(Plates I, 2, 3, 4; 2 Textfigures)

The need for modern illustrations to re-

solve the confusion between Cypraea ( Z o i la )

venusta Sowerby, 1846, and C^. (Z^.) episema Ire-

dale, 1939, became apparent to me recently af-

ter studying several specimens that seemed
identical,though according to their labels, rep-

resenting both species. Upon comparing these

specimens very closely with one in my collec-

tion labelled C. venusta (see Plates 1 and 2,

Figs, la, lb), and verifying the identities of both

species through pertinent literature, I realized

that no really adequate modern figure of either

had been published. Iredale (1939, PI. 27, Figs.

3, 4) provided photographs of dorsal and ventral

views of C. episema (reproduced here on Plate

3, Figs, la, lb), but these were unfortunately

somewhat blurred in the original reproduction.

Allan (I956, PI. 13, Fig. 1) represented only C.

venusta, with drawings that do not clearly indi-

cate the detail it is possible to portray in a

photographic illustration. Schilder (I960, PI.

14, Fig. 1) figured C^. episema with good photo-
graphs of dorsal and lateral views, but the ven-
tral aspect, which is the most important for the

purpose of distinguishing between C^. episema
and C. venusta, is lacking. Weaver (I96I, p. 5)

illustrated the specimen of C. venusta used in

this study with three well- reproduced photo-
graphs. Aside from the above-mentioned mod-
ern figures, one must refer to Sowerby (1870,

PI. 2, Figs, 5, 6), Cox (1869, p. 358, PI. 26, Figs.

1, la). Cox (1889, p. 187, PI. 15, Figs. 1, 2),

Weinkauff (1881, PI. 20, Figs. 6, 7), and Tryon
(1885, p. 176, PI. 10, Figs. 44, 45) for the only

other illustrations of either species that I have
been able to locate in the literature. The pur-
pose of this paper is to trace the references to

C. venusta and C. episema, and to illustrate

both species as fully as possible, with special

emphasis on pointing out the differences be-

tween them.

I have been fortunate in being able to exam-
ine at first-hand eight specimens of Cypra ea
episema . This unusual opportunity has been
made possible through the kindness of Mr. Wil-
liam E. Old of the American Museum of Natural
History (Plate 2, Figs. 2a, 2b), Mr. E. L,. Fobes
of Omaha (Plate 2, Figs. 3a, 3b), and Mr. Clifton

Weaver of Honolulu (Plate 3, Figs. 2a, 2b), all

of whom have loaned their specimens for study,

Mr. Ray Summers of Petaluma, California, also

allowed me to study and measure the specimens
in his collection, and Mrs. Thelma Hartley of

Melbourne kindly provided color transparencies

and the approximate measurements of speci-

mens in her collection. The other shells ob-

served are in my own collection, including the

C. venusta which I purchased from Mr. Weaver;
the measurements and locality data for all spe-

cimens used are included in Table I. I had
hoped to secure photographs of the holotype of

C, venusta for inclusion here, but due to the re-

organizational work now being done at the Brit-

ish Museum (Natural History) it was not possi-

ble to do so.

Cypraea venusta and C. episema are closely

related species of the subgenus Zoila Jous-
seaume, 1884, which is characterized chiefly by

weakly developed apertural teeth and by fre-

quently incomplete series of columellar teeth.

Other species or subspecies assigned to this

subgenus at the present time are C. friendii

Gray, 1831 (type species), C thersites Gaskoin,
1848, C. marginata Gaskoin, 1848, C. decipiens
Smith, 1880, C. vercoi Schilder, 1930. C. con-
traria Iredale, 1935, and C. rosselli Cotton,
1948. All are of uncommon to rare occurrence,
most are deep water species, and all are re-
stricted to western and southern Australia.
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The present taxonomic position of Cypraea
venusta is as follows:

Cypraeidae Fleming, 1828 (cm.)

Cypraeinae Stoliczka. 1867

Cypraea Linnaeus, 1 758

-^0(7(2 joussEAUME, 1884

venusta Sowerby, 1846

Synonyms:

Cypraea thalcheri Cox, 1869

Cypraea roseopunctata Melvill, 1888 (nom. nud.)

Cypraea brunea Cox, 1889

Cypraea venusta var. brunea [Cox] Hidalgo, i 906

Cypraea venusta var. hakeri Gatliff, 1916

Because of the unavailability to most col-

lectors of the early volume of the Journal of the

Linnean Society of London containing Sowerby'

s

original description, I include here a copy of the

original Latin description, and a literal trans-
lation into English which was generously fur-

nished by Mr. George P, Kanakoff of the Los
Angeles County Museum.

Cypraea venusta, testS ovato-ventricosa utrSque ex-
tremitate anticS praecipufe subrostratS, dorso gibboso
carnicolore maculis pallida castaneis notato, lateribus ba-
salibus incrassatis carnicoloribus, extremitatibus pallid^

castaneis roseo-tinctis, basi subplanulatS albicante extrem-
itatibus carnicoloribus, spirS validS obtusS anfractibus duo-
bus, aperturS elongatS angustS rectiusculS inttia roseS
posticfe in canalem brevem sinistralem exeunte anticfe sub-
llexuosa, canali anticS brevi rectiusculS paululiim deflexa,

dentibus labii externi circa 25 magnis interstitiis aequali-
bus rotundatis; labii interni paucis (circa 16) majoribus dis-
tantibus anticis maximis medianis ferfe obsoletis, cavitate
columellari parv^ alba.

Table i.

Measurements (in millimeters) of specimens used in this study
'

Teeth Teeth
Specimen and locality * Length Width Height columella outer lip In the collection of:

Cypraea venusta Sowerby, 1846

Hypotype i 75.7 49.4 39.8 16 23 C. N. Gate (No 5G3) leg. Max Cramer

Cypraea episema Iredale, 1939
Hypotype 1 78.7 48.4 42.0 6 (4) 24 Am. Mus. Nat. Hist. (No. 84083)
Hypotype 8 76.2 48.1 39.6 6 (2) 19 (1) E. L. Fobes
Hypotype 3 (subadult) 53.0 34.6 27.8 6 (4) 19 (4) C. N. Gate (No. 1 461) leg. M. Cramer
Hypotype 4 63.0 40.0 32.5 6 (1) 21 C. S. Weaver; leg. Max Cramer
Hypotype 5 80.9 49.5 43.1 6 (3) 24 Ray Summers
Hypotype 6 79.4 51.5 43.8 6 (2) 25 Ray Summers
Hypotype 7 74.6 49.5 40.3 6 (2) 27 Ray Summers
Hypotype 8 57.4 36.4 29.4 6 (1) 22 Ray Summers
Hypotype 9 65.0 43.0 32.0 7 20 Thelma Hartley

Hypotype 10 58.0 36.0 30.0 8 20 Thelma Hartley; leg. Barry Wilson

Hypotype 1

1

61.0 41.0 33.0 8 21 Thelma Hartley; leg. Barry Wilson

Hypotype 12 60.9 40.1 32.9 6 (4) 25 G. N. Gate (No. 1515); leg. B. Wilson

Hypotype 13 60.0 39.5 32.0 6 (4) 21 Max Cramer; leg. Max Cramer

(4) denotes faint, immature teeth

* localities

Cypraea venusta Sowerby, 1846

Hypotype i West Wallaby Island, Houtman
Abrolhos Group

(washed ashore west side of island, i960)

Cypraea episema Iredale, i 939
Hypotype 1 25 fathoms, Geographe Bay
Hypotype 2 40 feet, Geographe Bay off Dunsboro,

near Gape Naturaliste, 1957
Hypotype 3 25 to 30 feet, on ceiling of cave, Sor-

rento Reef, Perth
Hypotype 4 With hypotype 3
Hypotype 5 15 feet, Geographe Bay; July i960
Hypotype 6 Geographe Bay, 1957
Hypotype 7 Geographe Bay

Hypotype 8 Sorrento Reef, Perth

Hypotype 9 North Western Australia, exact lo-

cality unknown. Subfossil specimen

Hypotype 10 10 to 25 feet, Sorrento Beach,

north of Fremantle. July i, 1962

Hypotype 11 With hypotype 10

Hypotype 1 2 With hypotype i o

Hypotype 1 3 Sorrento Reef, limestone slab in soft

green sponge
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Shell ovate-ventricose, abruptly beaked at both ends;

dorsal surface convex, flesh-colored and spotted with pale

chestnut brown, lateral sides thick, flesh-colored, paler at

the extremes, of more chestnut- rose color; base flattened,

whitish and flesh-colored at ends; spire strongly obtuse with

two whorls; aperture elongate, narrow, rather straight, in-

side rose-pink; the posterior canal short, sinistral; denti-

tion of outer lip approximately 25 large subequal inter-

stices; the inner lip with 16 teeth larger and more distant at

ends and almost obsolete in the middle; columellar cavity

small and white.

Sowerby adopted the name Cypraea venusta
from an unpublished manuscript by Gaskoin, the

whereabouts of which is unknown. The name
had been associated with a unique specimen in

the Saul Collection, but evidently was not pub-
lished until Sowerby did so in 1846. In describ-
ing this species Sowerby provided no type figure,

and specified no type locality as such, though he
added this comment: "A very handsome Cowry,
of which a single specimen has lately been re-

ceived from Port Adelaide, South Australia,"

Sowerby may have recognized that Port Ade-
laide quite possibly was not the exact locality

where the specimen had been collected, and our

present knowledge of the range of the species

supports his seeming hesitancy to cite it spe-

cifically.

It seems appropriate here to summarize
the various references to Cypraea venusta and
C. episema in their chronological sequence, to

broaden the understanding of the literary his-

tories of these species.

In 1847, one year after Sow^erby's original

publication of Cypraea venusta , his description

was reprinted, word for word, in the Annals
and Magazine of Natural History. This refer-

ence is sometimes erroneously cited as the

basis for the species, but the date of actual pub-
lication of C. venusta was one year earlier. No
illustration was furnished in either.

Cox(1869) described and figured Cypraea
thatcheri (= C. venusta Sowerby) from two spe-
cimens collected 10 years earlier somewhere
in the Dampier Archipelago, listing the
measurements as: "L. 3 inches, W. 1 15/16, H.

1 11/16." Following his rather detailed de-
scription. Cox further stated: "The two speci-

mens of this beautiful species now before me,
one of which I send to be figured, were obtained
by Mr. C. R. Thatcher, from a fisherman who
took thenn at the locality above recorded, about
ten years ago; and, so far as I know, no other
specimens have yet been found. The two speci-

mens are exactly alike in every way, and in a

fine state of preservation. The surface of the

shell is uniformly covered with a smooth shin-

ing enannel, showing no trace of dorsal open-

ing."

Roebuck ^o/? Broome

Dampier f]' '

Archipelago ^>f!v^' •

>ry^ Rbebourne
Exmouth

Gulf,

Northwest CapQjy/.,

'NfCornarvon

<|^v WESTERN
AUSTRALIA

Houtman t:.

Abrolhos Is. ;., V
West Wallaby Is'*' A

Geraldton

E;- -7 rto 1

Cervantes 1.
•

I-.- . •J^

Sorrerito Reef OVPertti

JfFremantle , .-,;

Geographe Bay

Cdpe Naturaliste^

Albony
115°

Textfigure i . Map showing the known ranges of

Cypraea episema and Cypraea venusta

Sowerby (1870) grudgingly used the Cox
name Cypraea thatcheri in illustrating the spe-

cies in Thesaurus Conchyliorum, saying "it

would have been more graceful to have applied

the [Gaskoin] manuscript name." His colored

illustration is an adequate representation of C.

venusta . and is the type figure for the species.

From his statement about the manuscript name
it would appear that it was probably the elder

Sowerby who described the species originally,

and that the younger Sowerby was not aware of

this earlier paper by his father.

Weinkauff (1881) likewise faithfully pic-

tured Cypraea venusta in his illustration of "C.

thatcheri ". He converted the Cox measurements
from inches to millimeters, as: L. 75mm.,
W. 46 (50) mm., H. 42 mm.

Brazier (1882), referring to Cypraea
thatcheri, gave the measurements as "Length 3

inches, width 1^ inches", and corrected the type

locality to "Cervantes Island, west coast of

Australia, not Dampier's Archipelago as first

given by Mr. Thatcher." This seems to be the

southernmost locality record presently known
for C. venusta . Brazier's reasons for changing

the measurements of the type specinaen are not

known, nor did he state the facts on which he
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based his decision to change the type locality

some 23 years after the specimens were col-

lected, and 13 years after Cox cited the Dampier
rirchipelago. However, according to current

practice, his citation of Cervantes Island as the

type locality for C. venusta must remain as

valid until it has been correctly revised. It

would seem that a locality somewhat to the

north of this point might be more typical, but

much additional collecting data will be neces-

sary before any attempt should be made to

change the type locality again.

Jousseaume (1884), in establishing Zoila as

a genus, designated Cypraea scottii Broderip,
1831 (= C. friendii Gray, 1831) as the type spe-

cies, further designating only C. ther sites Gas-
koin, 1848, and C. marginata Gaskoin, 1848, to

complete the genus. Cypraea thatcheri Cox (-

C. venusta Sowerby) was referred at this time
to another genus, Trona Jousseaume, 1884.

Roberts in Tryon (1885) cited Cypraea ve-

nusta with a brief description and a reproduc-
tion of the type figure, stating "Dampier 's Is.,

West Australia" as its type locality, apparently
overlooking the comment by Brazier mentioned
above. This is the earliest mention of the name
C. thatcheri as a synonym of C. venusta .

Roberts erroneously referred to the 1847 pub-
lication in the Annals and Magazine of Natural
History as the earliest date instead of the 1846

Linnean Society paper. While evidently using
Sowerby 's type figure to illustrate C. venusta in

the Manual of Conchology, Roberts' brief de-
scription employs terms which now seem more
applicable to a typical specimen of C. episema:
"base white, teeth thick and faint purplish
white."

Melvill (1888) followed Jousseaume's as-
signment of Cypraea venusta to Trona and com-
pared it with C. (Trona ) stercoraria Linnaeus,
1758. However, it is easy to recognize, even by
a cursory comparison of their ventral surfaces,
that these species belong in different subgenera.
The only recognizable similarity is possibly
the general bulbous appearance of each when
only the dorsal aspects are considered. Melvill
published the name "C. roseopunctata Sb. MSS."
in this paper as a synonym of C. venusta , and
C. roseopunctata thereby became a nomen
nudum .

In 1889 Cox unknowingly described and il-

lustrated a typical specimen of the species that

later became Cypraea episema Iredale, 1939, er-
roneously referring to it as C. venusta Sower-
by. In this paper he acknowledged that his C.

thatcheri was a synonym of C. venusta , but he

seems not to have realized that the specimen he
was discussing was misidentified. Cox named
the type locality as Cape Naturaliste, "where it

was washed on shore with the animal in it." It

is a curious coincidence that he added, "It is so
unlike the type specimen [of C. venusta ] that

when I first saw it lying in a case of exhibits in

the Melbourne Exhibition I mistook it for Cy-
praea ther sites, having a view of its dorsal sur-
face only, but a moment's handling of it at once
revealed its true nature, unlike as it is to the

type." It is this Cox paper that Iredale later

cited for the original description of C, episema,

A paper by Iredale (1935) mentions a label

list of Cypraeidae privately printed by Cox in

1889. I have not seen this list, but it is appar-
ent that a varietal name "brunea" was applied

therein to the species Cox had described earlier
in the same year. Iredale assumed that brunea
was a misspelling for brunnea, but it seems
appropriate to list it here in the synonymy ac-
cording to Cox' original spelling.

{Ed. note: The following was received from Dr. Myra
Keen—

'Stanford University has a copy of the Cox list. Perhaps
this is a later printing. It is entitled, "List of Cypraea as

arranged by S. Ramond [sic] Roberts in Tryon's Manuel
[sic] Conchology, intended for facilitating exchanges and

labelling specimens in the collection of James C. Cox, M. D.,

Craig Crook, Pitt Street, St. Leonards, New South Wales,
1891." It is also marked, "For private circulation only,"

which is imprinted in different type style above the title.

'On page 6, under Group C, "Shell smooth, spotted, spots

extending over the base" is the entry:

176

177

added

'"Cypraea Venusta, Sowerby
= Cypraea Thatcheri, Cox

Var. Cypraea Brunea, Cox
(P. L.S. N. S. W.)"')

Hidalgo (I9O7) was the first to note specific

differences between the forms we now refer to

as Cypraea venusta and C. epis eina. He had
seen the specimen of C. venusta in the Dautzen-
berg Collection, and thought it was possibly the

same shell figured by Cox in 1869 as C. thatch-

eri . It was his opinion that the Sowerby 1870

figures of C. venusta did not represent the same
species and pointed out certain differences in

color pattern and dentition. He noted the vari-

etal name brunea that had been applied by Cox,

properly relegating it to synonymy (it was pre-

occupied by at least two earlier species). Hi-

dalgo, however, did not give a new name to this

different form, as he niight well have done.

Gatliff (1916) described what he called a

variety of Cypraea venusta, applying the name
"var. bakeri. " He regarded it as subspecifi -

cally different because" two faintly distinguish-

able white bands cross the dorsum, one being
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narrower and almost central, the other at the

anterior is rather broader; the remainder of

the dorsum is tinted with flesh color." Gatliff

illustrated his specimen well; from this figure

and his description there is little doubt that he

had an immature specimen of C. ve n u s t a at

hand. Therefore, his variety has correctly been
referred to the synonymy of that species. It is

not known what has become of this specimen.

Schilder (1932) cited the various references

and synonyms of Cypraea venusta appearing in

the literature before that date.

Schilder & Schilder (1938) placed the spe-

cies in the genus Zoila, apparently for the first

time. They mentioned Cypraea thatcheri as a

synonym, saying it is characterized by the white

base and pale pink sides, giving its dentition

formula as S. 5-6; T. 10:44-5, citing collecting

stations N.W.Australia, Dampier Archipelago,

and Cape Naturaliste, and listing it as rare.

Iredale (1935) cited the 1847 reprinting of

the Sowerby paper as the original description of

Cypraea venusta, mentioned C. thatcheri Cox,

I869, as a synonym, and "C. venusta Cox,. 1889"

as a variety, giving the respective type local-

ities mentioned by each author. This was the

second time notice had been taken that a differ-

ent species might be the basis for the second
Cox figure, but Iredale merely mentioned it at

this time.

Four years later Iredale (1939) first ap-
plied the name Cypraea episema to Cox' "vari-

ety." He did not redescribe it, referring instead
to the 1889 Cox work, but as this direct refer-

ence with its accompanying figure (see Plate 3,

Figs, la, lb) constitutes a valid description ac-
cording to the rules of the International Com-
mission on Zoological Nomenclature, the name
will stand as valid. The fact that for most col-

lectors the original description has been diffi-

cult to obtain is probably responsible, at least

in part, for some of the confusion connected
with this species.

Steadman & Cotton (1946) provided a com-
plete itemized list of species and subspecies in

the genus Zoila , referring Cypraea venusta and
C^. episema to subspecific rank under C. ther-
sites thersites Gaskoin, 1848. This decision

will be referred to again in this paper.

Schilder & Schilder (1952) provided the

first complete modern discussion of Cypraea
venusta , though there is no illustration in their

paper of the specimen discussed (see Plate 4,

Figs. 1 to 3). They mentioned it as very rare,

from the Dampierian Region; the dentition for-

mula was given as 75(66) 17:12. The remainder
of this note is quoted here in full: "Dampier.
(Sowerby and Fulton): 1 ex: 74 (63) 17:12 (25
labial and 15 coUumellar [sic] teeth); dorsum
pale pink, with reddish orange spots, which are
different in size, but rather round and not con-
fluent, extremities greyish pink, sides pinkish
white, base white, but fulvous along the mar-
gins. Dautzenberg's label runs as follows: 'Cet

exemplaire a 4t4 figur^ in Proc. Zool. Soc. Lon-
don, I869, pi. 26, fig. 1', therefore one would
think it to be the holotype of thatcheri Cox.
This figure, however, which is reproduced by
Roberts in Tryon, Man. of Conch., 7, pi. 10, fig.

44 and 45(1885) does not quite agree with Daut-
zenberg's shell: the arrangement of the dorsal
spots is different, as is the number of teeth (24

labial, 14 columellar teeth), and all features of

the anterior extremity, especially regarding the

terminal ridge, which is obsolete in Roberts'
figure, but distinct and followed by a smaller

intercalated denticle in Dautzenberg's shell;
therefore, Dautzenberg's shell can be regarded
at most as the paratype mentioned by Cox
(Proc. Zool. Soc. London, 1869, p. 358, 1869).

"This species, bought by Dautzenberg
[March 12, 1904] for £24/--/--, is extremely
rare; we have seen but one shell each in the

British Museum and in coll. Saul (Cambridge),

and very few other specimens have been col-

lected in North Western Australia."

In 1956, Allan placed the two similar spe-

cies, Cypraea venusta and C. episema , in dif-

ferent categories, C. venusta as a full species

and C. episema as a subspecies of C. thersites

Gaskoin, 1849 (sic). Cypraea venusta cannot be

a subspecies of C. thersites , notwithstanding

this and the earlier decision by Steadman &

Cotton; C. venusta has two years' priority over

the latter name^ though Allan points out that she

and Iredale regard both C. venusta and C. epi-

sema as subspecies of C. thersites . If this line

Explanation of Plate 2

Figures la and ib. Cypraea venusta Sowerby, 1846. Hypotype No. i, ^x C. N. Gate Collection

Figures 2a and 2b. Cypraea episema Iredale, 1939 Hypotype No. 1, ex Am. Museum of Natural History Collection

Figures 3a and 3b. Cypraea episema Iredale, 1939. Hypotype No. 2, ex E. L. Fobes Collection
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